GOETHE S   REPUTATION   IN   ENGLAND   DURING   HIS   LIFETIME
works to be translated, appeared in English garb five years after
its publication in Germany, but long after he had passed the mood
in which it was written his other writings were practically un-
known and the sedate minister of Weimar was still thought of as
the impetuous young hothead of Wetzlar. Until Carlyle began to
read German we cannot speak of the influence of Goethe's thought,
but before his death the general attitude was that of respect, tinged
with hostile criticism on moral grounds, for a poet who was some-
what vaguely recognized as a genius. If, during his lifetime, any
influence other than that of his thought became manifest, it con-
sisted of little more than the borrowing by English writers of
certain motifs from his works. The admiration he aroused was
somewhat indeterminate in quality, and was balanced, or more
than balanced, by an antipathy for which the reasons were more
solid.
When, after his death, Goethe's writings were first studied with
some degree of intensity, they were detached from the back-
ground of the social life of his country and the links which bound
them to the author's personal experience were broken. His literary
activity covered more than one literary generation, from some
twenty years before the outbreak of the French Revolution to the
passing of the English Reform Act, and he lived on into an age
whose progressive views on democracy and nationality he did not
share. For the general state ofknowledge about Goethe in the third
decade of the nineteenth century we may call Carlyle to witness,
who said in 1828 that, though his countrymen had heard much
concerning the German author, what they had heard for the most
part excited and perplexed rather than instructed them. " Vague
rumours of the man have, for more than half a century, been hum-
ming through our ears: from time to time, we have even seen
some distorted, mutilated transcript of his own thoughts, which,
all obscure and hieroglyphical as it might often seem, failed not to
emit here and there a ray of keenest and purest sense; travellers
also are still running to and fro, importing the opinions or, at
worst, the gossip of foreign countries: so that, by one means or
another, many of us have come to understand, that considerably
the most distinguished poet and thinker of his age is called Goethe,
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